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The foUuwiii^' is a MiDute of the Representative 
leeting of the Yearly Meetiug of Friends for New 
iiigliind, ftt a meeting of that body held in ProTiilance, 
l- I., Second Month, 3d, 1886. 

1" The Committee to prepare EfisajB upon the anbjects 
War and the taking of Oaths, preaent^sd the following 
on the subject of Oaths, which was read and 
proved ; and our Friends Augustine Jones, Owen 
line, William 0. Newhall and Benjamin F. Knowles 
lere appointed a Committee to cause an edition nf 5,000 
^piee to he printed for pnhho circulation and distjiba- 
^n, as in their judgment may seem best, and they are 
athoriaed to draw on the Treasurer of the Yearly 
Meeting for the expense incurred." 



TIMOTHY B. HIISSEY, 




We, have published the hU 
foregoing Minute pursuant to 1 
in, and the same is contained ii 

On behalf of the 



Providence, R. I., 2d Mo. 20tb, 18 




The Representative Meeting of the 

i early Meeting of Friends for New Eng- 
_.2id presents the following Essay on the ' 
flbject of Oaths. , /'■ 

I. 

I Education and public sentiment have 
lodified in some minds the significance 
ad importance of the oath. And this 
tlange haa contributed, it is thought, 
►"wards an apathy on the subject in the 
Moiety of Friends. 

I This Meeting is, however, fully satisfied, 

fcat the ancient radical and scriptural 

>jections to the oath pertain to its present 

and interpretation as strictly as to any 

mer practice and explanation of it. 



real merits of the 
and that no former 
clear and imperative 
letter' and live in 

_._teaclii^ig in this matter] 

■^ And that no former 

lithe utility and imporl 

' questioned, even on thet 
cncy. by legislators, ffl 
public at large, as they 
The Society of Frii 
at no time had such < 
hope for the speedji 
Christians of its 



We propose therefore to examine briefly 
ne of the more recent or modified Inter- 
statious of the oath, with the intention 
showing that with its liberal and 
Ftened definitions the ancient objeetious 
fully obtain ; that it is either the same 
il in disguise or is of no value ^yhateve^, 
id therefore a positive injury even jou the 
Dund of utility. 

A very recent and very high authority' 
fines an oath as ''A solemn affirmation 
I declaration, made with an appeal to God 
r the truth of what is affirmed. The 
^pcal to God in an oath implies that the 
»rson imprecates his vengence and re- 
mncea his favor if the declaration is 
Ise ; or if tlie declaration is a promise, 
« person invokes the vengeance of God if 
i should fail to fulfil it." 

\ 3 Imperlnl Dk-t., 265. 

1 Ourne}''! I'bs., c. 10, p. 222. 

IT Cyi-topediaBrit., SSB. 

I Phillipiion Rridence. 16*. 




oaths, or those by vi 
promised." 

The reason for the 
quitQ, evident. It was 
the sepret knowledge of 
superstitious fear of th- 
in a realm bevond hu 
cover the truth, by the 
ments, and the false as 
that those judgments 
reach of tribunals an 
such a degree that fal 
subject to special Divi 



. 1 • 
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I Such, for example, as the ordeaP by fire 
water, in which it was pretended that 
•vine Providence, to assist a judge who 
Els unable by oaths oi" otherwise to deter- 
ine tlie truth in a matter, signified by a 
iracle of preservation or otherwise, on 
hich side the truth hiy. In this way it 
^s claimed that Divine knowledge, which 
taches all things, was made available in 
hirts of law.^ 
And while we reverently recognize and 



1 3 Kalionale of Judicial Evidence, by J. Bentbam, 
3 Johnson's Sew I'oiTersul Cyolopeilia, 968. 
Brewer's Dictionary of Miracle?, J93. 
2 Becknijinn's Ulst, of Inveutioii, 123. 
59Edin. Rer., 4G5. 
Bog. Conac. HiEt., by T. P. TaBwell-Langmeiid, 39. 



> The introdaclion of Ibe 
fcan England, by Cbrialia 



;h and ordeal into Anglo- 
is tlins Tnenlioned by an 
■: "In Uie Law Courea the Churcli 
tdc her power fell, by ihe frequent npplicalion of oalha, 
d by condiicling the jndicinl trials by tlie ordeal of fire 
d wilier, wbich fell to tlie Christian clergy in tlie Iransi- 
In from lienthendoni,'' — 1 liitl. ling. ContL, by li-idnlph 
itit, pp- 10, SI. 
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lence rules the universe alik 
Ereat and small, we also 
Lelieve that neither man 
Itures can change by rule 
[rolation of each individual 
acts to . the Divine Lawg 
no theory of Dl vine part 
human government can dee| 
liuman obligation to bo tru 
one iota to Divine punishmen 
on foundations beyond the CO 
fication of men or courts, 
every assumption to the coi 
iiiiillll 1 rn"-" liL-tion ereab 



ought 1 



lity, and in the light of modern th^ 
has a less objectionable use and mean- 
That it is in fact onIy,"An outward pledge 
ren by the juror [or person taking it] 
it his attestation or promise is made 
der an immediate sense of his responsi- 
ity to God."^ 

Certainly no objection can be found to 
ling the attention of men to their 
ponsibility to the Supreme Being, which 

the most important and momentous 
jught their minds can entertain, but 
fortunately the sense of responsibility 
erred to is not a quickened conscience. 

is rather the use of the fear of future 
nishment for obtaining the truth from 
vicked witness who desires to conceal it. 
le conscientious witness tells the truth 

Court and out. And besides the false 

Greenleaf QD BvLdanoe, i 32B. 
Tyler on OatbE, 16. 
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,«.Av;i laisenooi 
there is no foundatior 

It is claimed '' that t 
is not essential to the 
nor to the attainment 
law in requiring thii 
design of the oath is n 
tion of God to man ; b\ 
man to God ; not to call 
the wrong-doer ; but on 
that He will. That th 
law requires is evident f 
regard to Quakers, Mora 

If the imprecatory cl 
tial, wl»'' • 




Quch they may be qualified in the mindi 

if law writers, if they have any force at 

ill, it is because they bear in them a Bpirit- 

Oal terror to the wicked heart of a super- 

ititioua witness : nobody else needs the 

Summons to duty. And the other class of 

ad men who accept this modified view or 

.he oath, and having only the ordinary 

ar of future punishment pertaining to 

ther subjects, are not influenced by the 

ture life in this more than in other 

alters. 

It is further said that " the oath is not 
call the attention of God to man, but 
ihe attention of man to God." 

But the author does not tell us that 
tn calling attention to God it is with refer- 
ee to his special Divine judgments upon 
rjury. It is not needful, according to 
theory, to call on God, because He has 
ready ordained and established His part 
if it, and does not uet-d to \ie w^sviw^.t'^ "^^ | 
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i\d over the witness, when he : 

minded by counsel to remer 
on oath, and asked, Do y 

tth, say that ? Do you i 

'^ill any candid person say th 
■ anybody understands thisJ 

call to duty? and not spqj 
im, to frighten the witness j 
f Divine and future punishmq 

He further says, " that thid 
tie law requires ie evident fronj 
T regard to Quakers, Moraviai 

It is not easy to see how tn 
Dgard to Friends make it eviJ 



\ It must be accounted a very interesting 
katter of history, that the affirmation, with 
jB puuisliment of pains and penalties of 
fcrjury, secured, after long and conscien- 
DUB resistance to oatha, on the ground of 
fecial religious and conscientious scruples, 
fcrefiiUy limiting the whole subject to human 
bnalties, thus separating it far and wide 
ora the oath, should by a very dis- 
nguished author in the law be treated as 
le standard by whicli to measure the 
■odern meaning of an oath. That in 
3Eect, or by inference, an affirmation is 
tt oath, and an oath in eiTect an affirma- 
On. But to show how remote this is 
torn the truth, and how strictly the oath 
kill retains its fictitious assumption of 
lower to reach future punishments, appears 
11 this, that if a Roman Catholic were to 
^k to affirm, he would be told that he 
buet be sworn on tlie Gospels ; if a 
Hebrew, that he must be sworn on the 
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inspire the witness 
and spiritual punish 
kind conceived of bj 
earthly punishments 
And in a case 
Parliament of Englai 
it was decided that 
no belief in a Suprei 
punish him if he swei 
law of England inca 
oath, and therefore su 
take the prescribed pai 

* A Mohammedan on the K'^ 
with his hiinH ♦'- 




^^Kertainly tliis oath means more than 
^Hpfing on a man to remember that God 
rrill punish him if he is false. If that 
irere all, his belief would not be of the 
(lightest consequence, but it is his belief in 
and dread of future punishment which 
furnishes the foundation and use of the 
oath, and it carnes with it the further 
iTiost fatal teaching and religious super- 
stition that Divine vengeance is specially . 
invoked by a false word in Court. I 

Thus it will appear that public senti- " 
Hklt has changed in some measure against 
Ht earlier use of the oath, and that it 
pIk8 to explain away its former use and 
o Boften its objectionahle features, and 
sven to reduce it, like an affirmation, 
;hiefiy to earthly punishment. , 

But unfortunately it is so interwoven 1 
vith its history, with the superstition and I 
cachings of centuries in all lands, that it 
lannot be changed to a sim^Ve ^'S^\vi\*.'wsft.. 



removed if all person™ 
nation were allowed tl 
be claimed that that! 
when all men were a 
men were sincere ChriJ 
This subject receivea 
from the fact that in cj 
United States, statutes 
allowing Atheists to U 
to the jiir^ to decide ii 

' Till following cogent stnteiu 
one of llie moBt etlit^ient men 
frameil ilie Conslitution of the 
pctBOd who drafted it, {1 SjiartK 
fp. tSi-S; 3 Ih. S;?,t,) lins special 
tlie imporUnce of poliliculoiibi 



ihey will believe a man who has no fear of 
'utiire punishment, and does not testify 
trith the sanction of an oath holding him 
•jo tell the truth through fear of Divine 
junishnient.' 

Ill, 

But we are not left in this irnport- 
int matter without the authority of Him 
(pho spake as never man spake. The 
Saviour said, "Again, ye have heard that 
.t was said to them of old time, thou shalt 
not forswear thyself" — - that is, swear 
felaely or perjure thyself — "but ehalt per- 
form unto the Lord thine oaths : but I say 
onto you, Bwear not at all ; neither by 
the heaven, for it is the throne of God ; nor 
by the earth, for it is the footstool of His 
feet; nor by Jerusalem, for it is the city of 

> Greenleaf on Kvidence, J 368, Noto 2. 
Bev. Stat, Me.| c. B2, 
Bev. SWt. Mo., c. 186, S 21. 
Gen. Slat. Ifasa., c. 131, I Xl. 



jca, yea; nay, nay: aH 
more than these is of thel 
It is said that Chril 
hundred years al'ter Cll 
these words to meau that! 
swear at all." And this] 
to liave weight. It is now 
majority of Christians th; 
named were not real oaths, 
contain the name of Goc 
intention was to prohibit i 
swearing, and that the ■ 
were of that nature. Thi 
would fief.m t 



nd by a conservative fear that govem- 
aaent and society could not well exist with- 
out the binding force of oaths. The world 
seems now, however, to be rapidly reach- 
ing the opinion that this fear is without 
foundation. When we examine the pas- 
sage in its simple and clear words, there is 
[eft little doubt that it was intended to 
Sweep away all oaths of all kinds.^ 

The passages before and after this one, 
tn several instances name an Old Testa- 
ment limited rule or law, and then proceed 
to give more searching, full, complete 
fitatements, reaching beneath the letter to 
the broad spirit of the rule, for example, 
r Ye have heard that it was said, an eye 
for an eye, but I say unto you, resist not 
Evil." 

So in the case in question, " it was said of 
them of old, thou sh.ilt not swear falsely " 
or perjure thyself, which meant certainly 



168 Lil. Llv. Age, ; 




borhood of swearing by 
kind, liowever trifling. ^ 
And tben to close the i 
and leave no doubt, He 
your speech be yea, yea 
wbatsoever is more than i 
one." It is not sufficie 
word speech to commo 
The subject of the verse it 
and perjury, and the p 
ciated which includes the 
fanity alike. It was thoi 
An examination of m 
mentators upon this f 



:hat we claim, and maintain our view. For 
example, Alford says, " In the words, Swear 
not at all, our Lord does not so much 
make a positive enactment by which all 
swearing i& to individuals forbidden, e. g. 
on solemn occasions, and for the satisfac- 
tion of others, .... as declare, to ] 
us that the proper state of Christians is, to 
require no oaths ; that when evil is expelled 
from among them, every yea aud nay 
will be as decisive as an oath, every 
promise as binding as a vow. We observe 

(a) that these verses imply the unfitness 
of vows of every kind as rules of Christian 
action; (6) that the greatest regard ought 
to be had to the scruples of those, not only 
sects, but individuals, who object to takiiig 
an oath, and every facility given in a 
Christian state for their ultimate entire 

abolition."' 



' 1 Greek Teat. Com., by Henry Alford, p. & 
Matthew, c. t. 33-37. 
Com. of J. P. Lnnge, Ma.U. v. 3a-ST. 
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doubtful terms that oatl 
by Christ, that Christif 
thought leads to their 
indeed that they woulc 
true Christian state. 

But did the Master e 
other than in its full i 
not the wonderful featu 
ing that all human proj 
far from exhausting ti. 
truth, only reveals mor 
Divine completeness and 
possible that He was 
down ft rule for a wickei 



Theearly Cbriatians were correct in this. 
i3nly small numbers of Christians in recent 
Imes, have, with the courage of their con- 
'ictions, taken the advanced ground. 

But there is not much convincing weight 
a majorities in religious and moral ques- 
ions. 

IV. 

The oath is injurious both to the indi- 
Idual and the State, 

No person is helped by an oath, because 
Clod and honest people are made timid, and 
icked people defiant. Indifferent people 
K-e most affected, who never search for the 
feason and are not much moved either 
ay. 
" Experience bears ample testimony to 
ne fact that the prevalence of oaths among 
ben (Christians not excepted) has pro- 
ceed a very material and a very general 
iffect in reducing their estimate of the 



insincerity, prevaricat 
more powerful than th 
istering oaths in a C 
Jonathan DymondCa Ea 

Oaths are at best a i 
not in the power of 
invoke future Divine 
false and wicked man. 

He is under obligal 
without swearing, anc 
create or deepen the oi 

1 John Bright says, " Probi 
New Testament more especial 
than oaths. The practice of 
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The worthlessness of oaths appears in the 
t that in every Stale of this Union, and in 
I United States and British Governments, 
! affirmation is substituted for the oath 

a limited extent, and it is not shown 
it any injury ever came to the State 
lere the terrors of future punishment 
re tlms removed from the witness or 
icer. 
What a desperate course of legislation 

public morals is furnished by oaths, 
jping the foundations of veracity by 
(tbods false and fictitious, with no 
.rrant but the customs of dark ages. 
[t is interesting to observe the reluctance 

Christian teachers, who seem to see 
i understand the exalted requirements 

the Christian religion in this matter of 
;hs, in acting up to their convictions, 
ey admit the claims of Christianity, but 
;ape ou the argument that tliis practice 
for future and purer generatious of wuisv. 



other precepts oi ttie Lrof 
later times and not to us 5 
justly claim to be Christii 
the binding force upon 
iugs of the Master? 

The Society of Friends 
conspicuous in this cause ii 
and now when the advani 
the world is joining 
ture' is full of the folly an 
all oaths, just as the light 
world at large, we must u 
duty, or fail to uphold the 
in its purity and simplicity 



NOTE I- 
It bm been thought best to prestiit ;l Toi 

bichlf asrol!a»B;— 

Hie person or officer repeals, " You do at 

nd truly declare and affirm ilmt," &o., ic. 
To this the person takiag the affirmation 
And in aome Hiales t!ie officer says nt 
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Bnt whetlier 



s nt the end of the 
paina and peniill 
or nol, a Tnlse n.£ 
d penaltiea of perjury 



The quest' 
aiSG therigh 
lAtb. That 



NOTE II. 
n arisefl whether a person 19 eipei^ted 
in taking no affirmutiou, as iu taking 1 
my, is the raising of the band a me 
ture of respect for the Court? a matt 
r does it carry thi 






enable element of tbi 
We think it viWX appear that it ia of the very easence 
;he oath in its meaning and use. That it is an appeal 
God in Buch a irivinl way as often to be profane. 

■ms to be of the nature of raising the hands in prayi 
,s the primitire way of appealing to God, and calling; 
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the sign of the covenant, then the hand was placed i 
circumcised part. Gen. ixir. 2, 9 ; Gen. lir. 23 ; Dr. Adam 
Qlarke'H Kote ; see also Deut. xiiii. 40 ; Ezek. ix. 28 
SiliT. 11; laa. liii. ti; liev. i. 5, G -, 4. CitVQ\v.'S*>.'\'a«i"-i 
Wi Sccl. Lil., M-Clialoi:k k Slroosi ■?■ ^*^- *^'^'^ "* 



.....ug uis right hand to the si 
these same authorities, the Eartl 
double ofTspring of Latona and do 
infernal power of the Gods, an 
Pluto.' "— Fir^i7, 12 jEn., 195 line. 
The common English form of 
Gospels, bj taking the Bible in the 
New England, and perhaps the Uni 
Gospels are not used, except in sp 
party taking the oath holds up hi& 
times repeats the words of the oath.- 
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